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Abstract  
This paper examines the variance in binge-drinking attitudes and behaviours between 
university student cohorts from Western and Eastern countries who reside in Australia. In 
particular, we investigate the impact of social influence on these consumer responses. An 
online survey resulted in 190 useable responses from university students at three different 
Australian universities. The results show that students from Western countries consume 
alcohol at higher levels and demonstrate more ‘approach’ behaviours towards binge-drinking, 
whereas students from Eastern countries demonstrate more ‘avoid’ behaviours. Social 
distancing  from drunk or story-telling people is evident as students from Eastern countries 
while students from Western countries were more likely to indulge in story-telling and either 
ignored or encouraged surrounding people who were drunk. 
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Introduction  
Binge-drinking is a key issue of concern in the area of alcohol consumption for Australian 
social marketers, policy-makers and the community. Numerous research reports from the 
health sector, social science sector, non-profit sector and government agencies identify the 18-
25 year old cohort as frequent participants in at-risk drinking behaviour. In recent research 
published by the Australian Federal Government, the classic university student cohort aged 
18-20 years was found to exhibit considerable levels of at-risk behaviour with regards to 
binge-drinking (i.e. an excess of six standard drinks in a session for men and four drinks for 
women) (Department of Health and Ageing, 2009). Binge-drinking consists of consuming 
multiple alcoholic drinks within a short timeframe or drinking for the purpose of excessive 
intoxication (Kypri, Langley and Stephenson, 2005). Within the university environment, 
binge-drinking appears to be regarded as a rite of passage, a rite of initiation to certain social 
circles, and grounds for updating Facebook profiles. At-risk alcohol consumption by 
university students has overt impacts, including rare but extremely damaging events (e.g. 
violence, hospitalisation, near-death encounters), occasional moderate risk events (e.g. 
memory loss, personal and social reputation damage), and more frequent lower risk events 
(e.g. financial overspending).  
 
Alcohol consumption and culture 
At-risk alcohol consumption is often rationally motivated as a form of calculated hedonism 
(Szmigin et al., 2006) where the individual drinker pre-plans ‘a big night out’ using cognitive 
choice (Fry, 2007). Evidence suggests that drinking motivations and rationales are based on 
overstated expectations of positive benefits (e.g. fun, pleasure) and underestimated measures 
of actual costs (e.g. financial, physical and social costs) (Johnston and White, 2004). This 
means that even though binge-drinking decisions are made in a flawed information 
framework, they are perceived by the consumer as a rational choice of a more positive 
perceived outcome.   A prior study of university student alcohol consumption by Johnston and 
White (2004) examined underlying motives for female student at-risk alcohol consumption 
using the Theory of Planned Behaviour. A key finding of their work was the influence of peer 
networks and perceived peer support or opposition for behavioural choices. Due to the 
importance of social norms on alcohol consumption, our research investigates the influence of 
other people on binge-drinking behaviour for two important cultural cohorts in Australia.  
 
Given the findings of Johnston and White (2004), our research explores the difference in at-
risk drinking behaviour of two university cohorts: Western-orientated student cohorts who are 
operating within familiar or relatively familiar individualistic societal structures and Eastern-
orientated cohorts who are familiar with collectivist cultural constraints and less dependent on 
expression of individuality. Individualism and collectivism have previously been identified as 
relevant cultural aspects of alcohol consumption by university students (Kropp et al., 2004). 
Collectivism is defined as the extent to which the welfare of the group is highly valued, 
whereas individualism is defined as the extent to which the welfare of the individual is highly 
valued (Hofstede, 2001). A typical approach to classifying cultures is the use of country-
based data.  Collectivist cultures are typically found in countries that are classified as Eastern 
such as China, Singapore and India (Hofstede 2001) while individualist cultures are typically 
found in countries that are classified as Western such as Australia, Canada, USA and the UK.  
Members of collectivist cultures, reportedly consume less alcohol than members of 
individualistic cultures (Creyer, Kozup and Burton, 2002; Kropp et al., 2004).  
 
Prior research on alcohol consumption shows that cultures with less favourable attitudes 
towards drinking, such as Eastern cultures, are more likely to have social-distancing 
behaviours such as avoidance, disapproval or a desire to remove people who are drunk 
(Agostinelli, Grube and Morgan, 2003). Cultures with more favourable attitudes towards 
drinking are more likely to demonstrate ‘approach’ behaviours such as encouragement, 
laughter or providing more alcohol. Binge-drinking in Western cultures such as Australia and 
the USA have been shown to be the highest in the world (Creyer et al., 2002), but there is 
little evidence of the societal problem of binge-drinking in Eastern cultures. Thus, we 
hypothesise H1a Students from Eastern countries will identify collective-orientated extra-
group pressures (e.g. family, media, government) as more important norms that shape and 
influence individual drinking behaviour, and H1b Students from Western countries will 
identify individualism and self-expression-orientated intra-group pressures (e.g. appearance 
in front of friends) as more important norms that shape and influence individual drinking 
behaviour. 
 
Safe Versus At-Risk Drinking 
 
Current safe drinking level guidelines (NHMRC, 2008) recommend a maximum of two 
standard drinks per day for men and women as a safe recurring consumption level. These 
guidelines also state that more than four standard drinks in a single day exceed the ‘low-risk 
consumption’ guidelines. These guidelines refer to annual alcohol consumption rather than at-
risk, binge or other drinking guidelines. Binge-drinking consumption has been defined 
elsewhere as ‘drinking for the purpose of excessive intoxication’, with objective measures of 
intoxication ranging from four to six standard drinks and upwards of eight standard drinks. 
For the purpose of this paper, drinking behaviour is regarded on a ‘per session’ basis as ‘safe’ 
at two standard drinks (20ml), ‘low-risk’ at four drinks (40ml), ‘at-risk’ as six drinks (60ml), 
and ‘binge / high-risk’ at six or more drinks.  
 
Prior research on impulsive beer consumption has shown that binge-drinking is higher for 
individualistic cultures compared to collectivist cultures (Zhang and Shrum, 2009). In these 
studies, consumers from individualistic cultures were more impulsive, which is a trait that is 
considered ‘normal’ in these cultures, and this discouraged self-restraint and encouraged beer 
consumption levels. Thus, we expect higher binge-drinking levels in Western cultures than 
Eastern cultures and hypothesise H2a the volume of alcohol consumed will be closer to at-risk 
behavioural levels for students from Western countries compared to students from Eastern 
countries; H2b  the number of drinks considered reasonable will be higher for Students from 
Western countries compared to students from a Eastern countries; and H2c  the proportion of 
drinking occasions that involved being drunk  will be higher for students from Western 
countries compared to students from Eastern countries. 
 
Method 
 
An online survey was issued to university students at three Australian universities using a 
snowball technique. This resulted in 255 completed surveys. The purpose of the study was to 
compare individuals from cultures previously identified as possessing Western culture  (e.g. 
Australian, British, Canadian or American students) with individuals from countries 
previously identified as possessing Eastern culture (e.g. Singaporean, Chinese or Indian 
students). The Eastern cohort was selected because the three participant universities 
prioritised student recruitment from countries within this broad geographic region. The 
sample was aggregated from individual nations to the geographic clusters to anonymise the 
data and reduce the risk of student identification based on age, gender, country of origin and 
course of study. As most of the Eastern cohort comprised international students, this is also a 
cohort of interest at the broader level of abstraction. Respondents who were not of either 
cultural set were removed from the sample, resulting in a cohort of 190 students (159 Western 
and 68 Eastern). The sample characteristics were 83 men (44%) and 144 women (56%).     
 
Survey measures consisted of scale items and nominal items. For example, one scale item was 
‘In your home country, what would be considered a reasonable number of standard drinks to 
have in an evening?’ Normative measures assessed the relative pressure of the referent peer 
networks. They were sourced from Mascarenhas and Higby (1993) and included items such as 
‘I rarely consume alcohol until I am sure my friends approve’. Seven-point Likert responses 
anchored at endpoints (1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree) were used for the scale items, 
dichotomous ‘yes’/‘no’ responses were used for categorical questions, and open-ended 
responses were used for the remaining questions. Open-ended questions included ‘What is 
your definition of binge-drinking?’ and ‘What do people do if someone gets drunk at a social 
gathering in your home country?’ The open-ended questions captured students’ natural 
language descriptions of the social use of alcohol to uncover social constructions of ‘safe’, 
‘moderate’, ‘normal’ and ‘excessive’ alcohol consumption. The qualitative data was coded 
using an emergent coding scheme following established practice outlined in West, Kover and 
Caruana (2008) and Ali Babar, Verner and Nguyen (2007). ANOVA was used to test 
hypotheses for dependent scaled variables and chi-square tests were used for variables that 
were nominal. Results were significant if the adjusted residuals were >+2 or <-2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Results 
 
Preliminary tests were conducted to identify overall differences in drinking habits. More 
students from Western countries than students from Eastern countries indicated that there 
were laws about drinking in their home countries and more students from Eastern countries 
than students from Western countries indicated there were social rules about drinking in their 
home countries. Students from Western countries appear to drink for pleasure and to gain 
confidence, whereas students from Eastern countries drink for stress-management and to 
celebrate occasions. The data shows support for all hypotheses. Hypotheses 1a and 1b were 
tested using ANOVA to analyse differences in normative influence of peers, parents and the 
media for each cultural cohort. Chi-square statistics were used to identify differences in 
‘approach’ or ‘avoid’ responses to a person being drunk at a social gathering (see Table 1). 
While there was no difference in peer influence between the cultures, the influence of parents 
and media as sources of norms was significantly higher in Eastern cultures. Notably, the self-
reported level of normative influence across all measures was low, which may indicate a level 
of social desirability bias. When students from Eastern countries hear stories about binge-
drinking they are more likely to demonstrate ‘avoid’ responses such as shame and 
embarrassment or to help to remove the person, whereas students from Western countries are 
more likely to demonstrate ‘approach’ responses such as amusement expressed through 
laughter, offering up their own stories or doing nothing. The remaining behaviours, while not 
significant, were in the hypothesised direction. 
 
Table 1: Comparison of Social Norms and Influence by Culture 
 Western 
Mean (std dev) 
Eastern 
Mean (std dev) 
F-stat p value 
Normative Influence (scale 1 – 7) 
Peer normative 2.62 (1.07) 2.57 (1.10) 0.05 0.819 
Parent normative 1.82 (0.86) 2.18 (1.16) 4.69 0.031* 
Media normative 1.29 (0.62) 1.89 (1.09) 20.64 0.000** 
 Western 
Proportion 
(Adjusted residual) 
Eastern 
Proportion 
(Adjusted residual) 
Chi-
square 
p value 
Responses to binge-drinking story-telling 
Telling stories about being 
drunk 
97.4% (1.4) 93.3% (-1.4) 2.01 .223 
Emotional responses to 
drunk stories - amusement 
40% (2.6) 0.0% (-2.6)  
 
 
29.04 
 
 
 
0.000** 
Emotional responses to 
drunk stories – 
concern/sympathy 
5% (-1.0) 9.0% (1.0) 
Emotional responses to 
drunk stories – 
shame/embarrassment 
0% (-2.4) 9.1% (2.4) 
Behavioural responses to 
drunk stories – Share own 
story 
19% (2.9) 0% (-2.9)  
 
24.19 
 
 
0.000** 
Behavioural responses to 
drunk stories – listen 
3% (-1.8) 10% (1.8) 
 Western 
Proportion 
(Adjusted residual) 
Eastern 
Proportion 
(Adjusted residual) 
Chi-
square 
p value 
Behavioural responses to drunk person at a social gathering
Laugh 6.6% (0.7) 4.0% (-0.7)  
 
 
 
 
 
Encourage them 2.5% (1.1) 0.0% (-1.1) 
Join in 2.5% (1.1) 0.0% (-1.1) 
 Western 
Mean (std dev) 
Eastern 
Mean (std dev) 
F-stat p value 
Accept the situation (do 
nothing) 
52.9% (4.9) 12.0% (-4.9) 68.37 
 
 
0.000** 
Take advantage of them 0.8% (-0.6) 2.0% (0.6) 
Help them 1.7%  (-4.6) 22.0% (4.6) 
Remove them/send home 0% (-3.5) 10.0% (3.5) 
Ignore/avoid them 0% (-4.2) 14.0% (4.2) 
*    significant at the 0.05 level 
** significant at the 0.01 level 
Bold indicates culture with higher mean/proportion of the item 
 
Hypothesis 2a, b and c were tested using ANOVA and chi-square statistics, with the data 
showing support for differences in alcohol consumption between respondents of Western and 
Eastern cultures. Western respondents consumed alcohol at closer to binge-drinking levels 
(six drinks) and spent more time drunk than students from Eastern countries (see Table 2). 
 
 
 
 
Table 2: Comparison of Consumption Amount by Culture 
 Western 
Mean (std dev) 
Eastern 
Mean (std dev) 
F-stat p value 
Average consumption  on 
any one day (standard 
drinks) 
5.17 (4.24) 2.70 (2.17) 12.32 0.001** 
The number of drinks 
considered reasonable to 
have in one night in home 
country 
5.12 (2.5) 3.10 (1.59) 24.70 0.000* 
The proportion of time 
when drinking alcohol spent 
drunk 
46.44% (30.9) 9.61% (23.78) 46.67 0.000** 
 Western 
Proportion  
(Adjusted 
residual) 
Eastern 
Proportion  
(Adjusted 
residual) 
Chi-square p value 
Proportion of people who 
consume alcohol 
91.9% (5.5) 61.8% (-5.5) 30.51 0.000** 
Acceptability of drinking  96.2% (4.4) 77.9% (-4.4) 18.97 0.000** 
Acceptability of drinking 
heavily 
86.3 (5.8) 48.3 (-5.8) 48.95 0.000** 
*   significant at the 0.05 level 
** significant at the 0.01 level 
Bold indicates culture with higher mean/proportion of the item 
 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 
The low acceptance of drinking in Eastern cultures appears to act as form of social control 
and restrains excessive student drinking. Social distancing appears to take place when 
students from Eastern countries socialise with people that are drunk or telling binge-drinking 
stories, which is consistent with research that shows this response is more prevalent in 
collectivist cultures (Agostinelli et al., 2006). Students from Western countries were more 
likely to indulge in story-telling and either ignored or encouraged surrounding people who 
were drunk. Johnston and White (2004) found that females’ alcohol consumption is 
moderated by the perceived risk of disapproval. Eastern cultures also demonstrated this 
feminine characteristic. This is consistent with Culture Theory that classifies Eastern cultures 
as being more feminine than masculine (Hofstede, 2001). The marketing implications of this 
research are threefold. First, programs that aim to reduce binge-drinking, particularly by 
students, need to segment their approach as there are cultural differences in drinking practices. 
Second, campaigns that suggest that drinking excessively will disgrace students in front of 
their ‘mates’ are not likely to be perceived as credible and will lack impact. Third, 
international students may adhere to their country of origin’s cultural norms less and less as 
they acculturate in Australia. They may even adopt Australian cultural norms, which can 
cause internal conflict as they act in ways contrary to their home socialisation or cause 
external conflict when they are in the presence of family and friends of their home country. 
More research is needed to identify and test new ways of overcoming pro-drinking social 
norms. And finally, while we need to have different communications depending on the target, 
but to some degree, we also need deeper knowledge about the underlying influences, beyond 
country or area of origin. 
References 
 
Agostinelli, G., Grube, J.W., Morgan, M., 2003. Social distancing in adolescents’ perceptions 
of alcohol use and social disapproval: The moderating roles of culture and gender. Journal of 
Applied Social Psychology 33 (11), 2354-2372. 
 
Ali Babar, M., Verner, J.M., Nguyen, P.T., 2007. Establishing and maintaining trust in 
software outsourcing relationships: An empirical investigation. Journal of Systems and 
Software 80 (9), 1438-1449. 
 
Creyer, E.H., Kozup, J.C., Burton, S., 2002. An experimental assessment of the effects of two 
alcoholic beverage health warnings across countries and binge-drinking status. Journal of 
Consumer Affairs 36 (2), 171-202. 
 
Department of Health and Ageing, 2009. 18+. Available from  
http://www.drinkingnightmare.gov.au/internet/drinkingnightmare/publishing.nsf/Content/over
-18, accessed 23 June 2009. 
 
Fry, M.L., 2007. Understanding young adult drink-driving behaviour: a value benefit 
perspective. International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing 13 (3), 227-
235. 
 
Johnston, K.L., White, K.M., 2004. Beliefs underlying binge-drinking in young female 
undergraduate students: A theory of planned behaviour perspective. Youth Studies Australia 
23 (2), 22-30.  
 
Kropp, F., Lavack, A.M., Silvera, D.H., Gabler, J.R., 2004. Alcohol consumption among 
university students: A multi-country study of attitudes, values, identity, and consumer 
influence. Journal of Nonprofit and Public Sector Marketing 12 (2), 1-28. 
 
Kypri, K., Langley, J., Stephenson, S., 2005. Episode-centred analysis of drinking to 
intoxication in university students. Alcohol and Alcoholism 40 (5), 447-452. 
 
Hofstede, G., 2001. Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and 
Organizations,, Sage Publications, California.  
 
Mascarenhas, O.A., Higby, M.A., 1993. Peer, parent, and media influences in teen apparel 
shopping. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 21 (1), 53–58. 
 
 
Szmigin, I., Clarke, D., Griffin, C., Bengry-Howell, A., Mistral, W., Weale, L., 2006. 
Calculated hedonism and young people's drinking practices. In Proceedings of the Australian 
and New Zealand Marketing Academy Conference. Brisbane: Queensland University of 
Technology. 
 
West, D.C., Kover, A.J., Caruana, A., 2008. Practitioner and customer views of advertising 
creativity. Journal of Advertising 37 (4), 35-45. 
 
Zhang, Y., Shrum, L.J., 2009. The influence of self-construal on impulsive consumption. 
Journal of Consumer Research 35 (1), 838–850. 
